TEACHING Exceptional
The purpose of the AA-MAS was to improve the accessibility of state tests for students with persistent academic difficulties who displayed difficulties accessing grade-level content standards and demonstrating their knowledge, skills, and abilities (USDE, Office of Elementary and Secondary Education, 2007) . Strategies for improving access included changing the test and item specifications, as well as changing the achievement standards. The design of the AA-MAS varied across the states that opted to implement it. Some of the more common differences between standard state accountability tests and the AA-MASs included additional graphics, the omission of a distractor response option (e.g., three answer choices instead of four), fewer items overall or fewer items per page, shorter passages, simplified language, and visual emphasis of key words (Hodgson, Lazarus, & Thurlow, 2010) .
Recently, concerns were raised about the appropriateness of this assessment system. U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan argued that "allowing the achievement of students with disabilities to be measured by these alternate assessments aligned to modified achievement standards . . . prevents [them] from reaching their full potential, and prevents our country from benefitting from that potential" (USDE, 2013) . Beginning with the 2014-2015 school year, the AA-MAS was no longer allowed.
Because students who previously participated in the AA-MAS are now required to take nonmodified state assessments aligned with college-and career-readiness standards (USDE, 2013), other means of improving the accessibility of state tests are needed. Research evidence is accumulating that supports the use of test accommodations for improving accessibility of state assessments for students with disabilities (Sireci, Scarpati, & Li, 2005) .
Application of Test Accommodations
The goal of applying accommodations in testing is the same as that of the AA-MAS-to make valid inferences about students' knowledge, skills, and abilities by improving the accessibility of the tests. Test accommodations are adaptations to the way in which information is presented, the manner in which students respond, the setting of test administration, or the timing of implementation, and do not alter content or performance expectations (Salend, 2008) . By making these changes, accommodations should mediate the interaction between students' personal characteristics and features of the tests that cause a barrier to accurate measurement of students' knowledge, skills, and abilities (Ketterlin-Geller, 2008). Test accommodations should not change the meaning or interpretation of the test scores but instead, reduce the impact of features of the tests that are irrelevant to the construct and act as "access barriers" (Bolt & Thurlow, 2004) .
The goal of applying accommodations in testing is the same as that of the AA-MAS-to make valid inferences about students' knowledge, skills, and abilities by improving the accessibility of the tests.
In testing situations, access barriers may include features of the content or environment that effectively prevent students from being able to demonstrate their knowledge, skills, and abilities, and which are unrelated to the tested construct. Examples of access barriers include (a) insufficient visual clarity (e.g., poor contrast, image quality, font size/style), (b) lack of audio support or poor audio quality, (c) unnecessarily complex language, (d) inappropriate or no physical supports, and (e) test anxiety and fatigue. When accommodations are appropriately assigned, students' access to the tests should improve resulting in a differential boost in students' scores when using an accommodation (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2001) . To see a differential boost, two outcomes are expected: (a) The test scores for students with disabilities are higher when they receive the accommodation than when they do not and (b) the increase in test scores is not observed for their peers without disabilities (Kettler, 2012; Phillips, 1994) . Observing both of these outcomes provides evidence that the accommodations reduced the access barrier, and did not provide an unfair advantage but instead created a level playing field for students with disabilities.
Across the many studies that have been conducted on the impact of test accommodations on students' scores, the results are inconclusive. There are few accommodations that have sufficient evidence to suggest that there is a differential boost (Lai & Berkeley, 2012) ; however, in spite of the relatively inconsistent results, Sireci, Scarpati, and Li (2005) noted that most accommodations made to state assessments show no evidence of being harmful or unfair. As the methods for studying accommodations improve and become more robust, more conclusions may be generated about the effectiveness of accommodations (Kettler, 2012) . Until then, IEP team members will need to integrate the existing research evidence with their professional knowledge and available resources (e.g., state testing accommodation guidelines, computerbased IEP programs) to assign accommodations to support access for students with persistent academic difficulties.
Confounding this situation are the current state policies on allowable accommodations. Lazarus, Cormier, and Thurlow (2011) found that states with restrictive policies on the use of accommodations in testing were more likely to develop an AA-MAS than states that allowed a greater range of accommodations. Further, some states allowed controversial accommodations (e.g., read-aloud questions, assistive technology, calculators) on the AA-MAS. As Lazarus and colleagues noted, some of these controversial accommodations might be needed to reduce barriers caused by the student's disability. It follows that in states with restrictive accommodations policies, IEP teams may be limited in the accommodations they can assign. Without the AA-MAS option, students with disabilities who persistently struggle may have difficulty accessing the content or demonstrating their knowledge on regular state assessments. However, IEP teams can work within the existing allowable accommodations to enhance the inclusion of students with disabilities in educational assessments by carefully considering the students' needs when assigning accommodations.
IEP teams can work within the existing allowable accommodations to enhance the inclusion of students with disabilities in educational assessments.
Assigning Accommodations to Support Access
To support IEP teams' efforts to identify accommodations that will increase the accessibility of state tests, we provide a process for assigning accommodations. Important to the process of assigning accommodations is a clear understanding of the state accommodation policies, features of the test and testing situation, and the student's personal characteristics. By considering the interplay between these three components, IEP teams can identify which allowable accommodations can help mediate negative interactions between the student's personal characteristics and features of the tests that cause barriers to accurate measurement (see Figure 1 ). The decision-making process for identifying appropriate accommodations is as follows: First, identify the student's personal characteristics, including strengths and areas of weakness. Second, determine possible access barriers based on the student's personal characteristics and features of the tests and testing situations. Third, select accommodations that mediate the negative interaction between student's personal characteristics and features of the tests and testing situations. These accommodations should support the student's access to the tested construct and lead to accurate measurement of the student's knowledge, skills, and abilities. Finally, evaluate the effectiveness of the accommodations by collecting and analyzing student performance data with and without the accommodations.
This process is intended to help IEP teams identify the accommodations students with persistent academic difficulties may need to access state tests. District and classroom tests should also be considered in this process. Figure 2 shows how Sharon's IEP team would implement this process. A template to guide IEP teams through this process is provided in Figure 3 . Sample questions and prompts are included in the template to facilitate discussion, help identify relevant sources of evidence, and support decision making.
In
Step 1, the IEP team identifies the student's personal characteristics that might impede access to the tests or testing situations. Kettler (2012) refers to these characteristics as functional impairments because they represent deficits in skills or knowledge needed to access the test or testing situation. Because the student's disability classification is less important than understanding what characteristics interfere with accurate measurement of the tested construct, this list should include information about the student's cognitive processing, attention, language or linguistic processing, and physical characteristics (Ketterlin-Geller, Crawford, & Huscroft-D'Angelo, 2014) . Information gathered in this step can come from a variety of sources such as observations of student behavior, assessments of language skills or linguistic processing ability, tests of cognitive ability or achievement (e.g., Woodcock-Johnson IV ), and student work samples, and is used as the foundation for the remaining steps. Some examples include the following: An initial question to consider in this discussion is: Does the student struggle due to lack of knowledge, skill, or ability in a particular area or due to a functional impairment that prevents access? It is important for members of the IEP team to remember that some of the difficulties students face may be related to their understanding of the tested content. Because accommodations are not intended to change the purpose or interpretation of test results, accommodations cannot be applied to these challenge areas. Some additional questions that may further add to this discussion include: (a) In which subjects is the student struggling? (b) What causes the student to struggle in these subjects? (c) During which activities or on what types of tasks does the student struggle? In Figure 2 , we illustrate how Sharon's IEP team responded to these questions.
Step 2, the IEP team identifies features of the tests and testing situations that may interact with the 
. Decision-making process for identifying appropriate accommodations
Step 1 Identify the student's personal characteristics
Step 2 Determine access barriers
Step 3 Select accommodations to improve access
Step 4 Evaluate effectiveness of the accommodation
Figure 2. Example: Accommodations decision-making process for Sharon
Step 1: Identify the student's personal characteristics Sharon is a 7 th grade student with persistent academic difficulties. She plays on the volleyball team and is a member of the Photography and Yearbook clubs. She has a positive attitude but struggles in content area classes. On standardized assessments, Sharon performs at the 'far below basic' level in reading and 'below basic' in mathematics.
Does the student struggle due to lack of knowledge, skill, or ability in a particular area or due to a functional impairment that prevents access?
Sharon struggles with the following skills: organizing ideas for writing tasks; decoding multi-syllabic words, especially in content area texts (math and science); and recalling the meaning of key vocabulary in content area instruction, which often impacts her overall comprehension of a topic.
In which subjects is Sharon struggling? Sharon primarily struggles in math and science.
What causes Sharon to struggle? She has difficulty analyzing and organizing information from multiple sources. When she responds to open-ended writing prompts, her ideas are often not very well organized and are not fully developed. She struggles to read and comprehend content from the science textbook.
During which activities or on what types of tasks does Sharon struggle?
She appears to struggle most when a task requires a written response, multiple step solutions, or evaluation of different solutions.
Step 2: Features of the tests or testing situations that cause access barriers
Step 3: Align accommodations with barriers to improve access Step 4: Collect and analyze data to verify the effectiveness of the accommodations
The accommodations listed in Step 3 are included on Sharon's IEP.
Prior experience with the accommodation. Based on Sharon's prior experience working with her teachers, she is familiar with the following accommodations:
• Using visual cues through highlighting • Masking to block off distracting or irrelevant information • Having items and directions read aloud • Knowing when to ask to have information repeated • Simplified language on math and science tests • Calculator
Sharon has limited experience with the following accommodations. During September and October, Sharon's teachers will work with her to reinforce understanding and use of the following accommodations:
• Response assistance (using a scribe or transcribing software)
• Knowing when to take breaks during testing situations • Understanding how and when to use special paper and graphic organizers to organize information Special attention will be paid to Sharon's understanding of the purpose of the accommodations, so that she is able to use each independently and identify when to use a particular accommodation.
Use of the accommodation in instruction:
All of Sharon's teachers have agreed to implement these accommodations during testing and support their use during instruction.
Reflections: During the academic year, the IEP team will observe and collect data on the following: • Was the accommodation difficult for Sharon to use or did the accommodation appear to make the task more difficult?
• What are the results of tests when Sharon used the accommodation versus when she did not use the accommodation?
• What are Sharon's perceptions of the accommodation? student's personal characteristics to cause access barriers. Completing this step requires that the IEP team has knowledge about the tests and testing situations by which the student is expected to demonstrate his or her knowledge, skills, and abilities. Moreover, these features may differ across state, district, and classroom tests. As such, the IEP team will need to gather this information prior to completing this step. Questions that may guide the IEP team's review of the tests and testing situations include: Evidence to support the IEP team's discussion of access barriers may come from direct observations of the student's interaction with different test formats or situations, interviews or discussions with the student, and/or examination of performance data obtained from tests containing the same content presented in different formats. Because the student's disability classification has limited utility for assigning accommodations, Step 2 should be completed on an individual basis. For example, a student who has difficulty with visual perception may have trouble attending to relevant features of graphs, tables, or figures included in test items. In contrast, these visual features may support a student who has difficulty comprehending information presented in text. Figure 2 shows the features of state assessments, district tests, and classroom tests and testing situations that may cause access barriers for Sharon.
Next, in
Step 3, possible accommodations should be identified for each feature of the tests or testing situations that may cause an as access barrier. The IEP team should consider accommodations that are allowable by the state education agency and alleviate barriers to the student's ability to demonstrate his or her knowledge, skills, and abilities identified in Step 2. Some states might be using assessments developed under the Smarter Balanced Assessment or Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers consortia. These consortia have accommodations guidelines, but state-specific guidelines should also be considered for content areas outside of mathematics and ELA.
As a result of completing Step 2, the IEP team should have a clear sense of the features of tests and testing situations that may interfere with the student's ability to demonstrate his or her knowledge, skills, and abilities. In Step 3, the IEP team should consult the list of allowable accommodations to determine which will address the identified access barrier. A clear rationale should be provided to justify each accommodation. Continuing to ask if the accommodation will mediate the student's characteristics to overcome the barrier caused by the feature of the tests or testing situation should support the IEP team's efforts to complete this step. Figure 2 illustrates the accommodations Sharon's IEP team identified to help mediate the interaction between her personal characteristics and features of the tests and testing situations.
Step 4, the IEP team collects and analyzes data from a variety of sources, which may include student work samples, formative assessment data, observations, interviews with the student, comparison of data from accommodated versus nonaccommodated tests, and so on to determine whether the accommodations are effectively alleviating barriers and improving access. A series of questions should be considered as the IEP team reflects on the implementation of the accommodations (see Figure 3) . Moreover, data can be gathered from administration of tests with and without the accommodation to establish empirical support of a differential boost for the individual student (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2001) . This approach provides the IEP team with evidence about the appropriateness of their recommendations. Figure 2 illustrates the steps Sharon's IEP team has in place to evaluate the effectiveness of the accommodations.
Final Thoughts
Students who previously demonstrated proficiency on grade-level content standards via the AA-MAS under the Students who previously demonstrated proficiency on grade-level content standards via the AA-MAS under the "2% rule" of the Title I regulations will need to gain access to state tests through other means. Step 1: Identify the student's personal characteristics Step 2: Features of the tests or testing situations that cause access barriers
Step 3: Align accommodations with barriers to improve access
Does the format of the test cause an access barrier?
• Consider accommodations to the presentation of the test.
Does the testing situation cause an access barrier?
• Consider accommodations to the setting or timing of the testing situation.
Does the method of expression cause an access barrier?
• Consider accommodations for response options.
Does the format or presentation of items cause an access barrier?
• Consider accommodations to the presentation of the items.
Are there steps involved in responding to the items that cause an access barrier?
• Consider accommodations to the presentation or response of the items.
Step 4 5. Was the accommodation difficult for the student to use or did the accommodation appear to make the task more difficult?
6. Did the student use the accommodation alone or with assistance?
7. What are the results of classroom assignments and assessments when the accommodation is used, versus when it is not used?
8. What are the student's perceptions of the accommodation?
accommodations that take into account students' personal characteristics to effectively alleviate access barriers in assessments. When used during instruction, accommodations also support students' learning by increasing the accessibility of instruction and the learning environment (Ketterlin-Geller & Jamgochian, 2012) . The purpose of this article was to support IEP teams' assignment of accommodations by providing a structured process of (a) identifying students' personal characteristics, (b) noting the access barriers in the tests and testing situations in which the student will participate, (c) selecting accommodations that will mediate these access barriers, and (d) evaluating the effectiveness of these accommodations for supporting the student's access. By following these steps, students like Sharon should be able to demonstrate their knowledge, skills, and abilities on the state assessments, and district and classroom tests with appropriate supports. 
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